I
began my career as a field soil mapper in 1987 working on county soil surveys in Massachusetts. Once my initial survey was completed, I began to work on an update in Plymouth County, Massachusetts in the early 1990s. I also ran the ground-penetrating radar (GPR) program for the state, providing GPR assistance throughout the Massachusetts. One GPR study I conducted involved a pond survey where a town wanted to know how much "soft sediment" had filled in the pond so that they could formulate dredging plans. The GPR showed the pond was a deep peat-filled kettle pond with more than 20 ft of peat. I produced a contour map of the peat thickness and volume for the pond. I never thought my future would involve using GPR to map submerged soils. In 2003, the assistant state soil scientist retired and the position opened. I applied for the position and had an interview with the state conservationist who was named Judy Doerner. My plan was to show her some of the unique projects and innovations I had developed as a soil mapper in Massachusetts; however, during the interview, the only question she asked was what my interest was in subaqueous soils. As it turned out, the Rhode Island Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) had adopted a "Working Waters" strategic plan and was actively focusing its work in the coastal zone doing eelgrass restoration, oyster reefs, and aquacultural activities, and a need had developed for subaqueous soil data. Fortunately, I had read the Demas paper, conducted numerous radar investigations on water, and most importantly, I told the state conservationist that I knew Narragansett Bay (state's largest estuary) like the back of hand and could operate a boat, so I got the job! At this very same time, our university partners and NRCS folks in the Mid-Atlantic States were hosting the first National Workshop on Subaqueous Soils. The Rhode Island state conservationist paid for me to attend even though I was still technically a Massachusetts NRCS employee.
Jim Turenne is a Certified Professional Soil Scientist and the Rhode Island Assistant State Soil Scientist with the USDA-NRCS.
The national workshop turned out to be an eye opener for me; it was the best workshop I had ever attended with a mixture of lecture and fieldwork. The main concepts I got out of the national workshop is that these submerged lands undergo pedogenesis (and hence are soils), they can be mapped using soilforming factors, and most important of all, we can develop useful and needed interpretations for addressing the huge ecologic importance of this resource area.
On my second day at work as the assistant state soil scientist for Rhode Island, I was called into the state conservationist's office and was instructed to focus all my time in making Rhode Island a Center of Excellence in Subaqueous Soils and begin what we termed a "Coastal Zone Soil Survey" for the state. This Coastal Zone Soil Survey would map all of the coastal soils (dunes, marshes, and beaches) along with the submerged lands (down to about 5 m depth). By the end of the summer, we finalized an internal and external plan to meet our goal. Internally, a proposal was made to the board of directors for the MO-12 Region to establish an Major Land Resource Area (MLRA) subaqueous soil survey office (our Center of Excellence) that would begin mapping the coastal zone from Maine to New Jersey; externally, we formed the Rhode Island Mapping Partnership of Coastal Soils and Sediment to work with our local partners to develop mapping protocol, data, and outreach on our soil maps (more information on MapCoast can be found in the Fall 2009 Soil Survey Horizons, Vol 50, Number 3, p. 77-108) . The internal goal fell through as the new re-organization of soil survey kicked in, so we just focused our mapping in Rhode Island.
In 2010, Rhode Island became the first state to complete a Coastal Zone Soil Survey, which included the mapping and classification of subaqueous soils (Wassents); the entire coastal zone for Rhode Island is scheduled to be completed by 2016. In 2011, we completed the first freshwater subaqueous soil survey as a result of a graduate study completed at the University of Rhode Island. Other states along the New England and Mid-Atlantic coasts are also conducting subaqueous soil mapping. Connecticut completed an area in 2010 and is working on another project this summer, and the Hammonton, NJ soil survey office is mapping the soils in Barnegat Bay. A soil survey is also taking place in a portion of Lake Champlain in Vermont. As far as the future of subaqueous soil mapping expanding to other parts of the U.S. and world, only time will tell. The one thing that is certain is people will continue to live, work, build, and vacation in the coastal zone, sea level will rise, storms will happen, and people will work to restore the coastal zone (a very expensive task), so I think providing soils information can't hurt.
For more information on subaqueous soils, see http://nesoil.com/sas/index.htm.
